Minutes of Public Meeting held on Thursday 25th October 2012 at Seomar Cruinneachaidh, Sabhal Mor Ostaig to discuss proposals for fish farm developments in Loch Slapin and Loch Eishort
​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​_________________________________________________________________________________
Chair: Roddy Murray, Tarskavaig

Facilitator: Eileen Armstrong, Ord

Minute taker: Rob Ware, Ord

In attendance: Suzanne Arnold, Rob Arnold, Pat Cottis, Sherry Palmer, Roger Cottis, Eileen Armstrong, Rob Ware, Roddy Murray, Flora Maclean, James Merryweather, Neil Robertson, James Robertson, Judith Bullivant, Ronnie Maclean, John Stoddart, Kenny Stoddart, Kenneth Macaskill, Iain Macaskill, Andy Mackinnon, Vena Cleland, Gwynneth Steedman, Carla Silvestre, Arthur Silvestre, Duncan Steedman, Robert Kelly, Angus Anderson, Angus Macdonald,  Angus Macdonald, Angus Robertson, Scott McNally, Janet Macdonald, David Hey, Janet Hey, D. Maclure, I Rosie, Sue Finney, Louise Mills, Jeff Geary, Eilidh Macleaod, Margaret Cormack, Veronica Barrington, Alan Donald, Janet Macdonald, Jon Macdonald
Introduction and Purpose of the Meeting
The Chairman introduced himself as the former Chairman of the Slet Community Council and welcomed members of the public to the meeting and thanked them for coming. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss and review the Planning Application by Marine Harvest (MH) for a new fish farm development at Loch Slapin, close to Suisnish Point, and to talk about the Screening and Scoping exercise by the Shetland based company ‘Hjatland’ (HL) for the proposal to site three fish farms in Loch Slapin and Loch Eishort. The Chairman had been invited to chair the meeting by the current Chair of SCC in order to bring a level of ‘independence’ to the meeting. The Chairman advised that it had been debated as to whether or not that representatives from both MH and HL should be asked to attend but it was decided that the community would have preferred to hold the meeting without the two companies, but if as a result of tonight’s meeting it would beneficial then both organisations would be invited to a later session. The Chairman read a statement from MH, received just prior to the meeting, summarising their Planning Application for the Loch Slapin Development (Highland Council (HC) 12/03607/FUL). Note: This statement is shown in Appendix 1 below. The Chairman concluded that the statement from MH summarised the key features of the Planning Application currently lodged with HC with it’s closing date for consultation of 7th November.
Synopsis of the MH Application  and HL Screening and Scoping Exercise
Eileen Armstrong gave a presentation on the main elements of the application but stated that the meeting was not held to deem the pro’s and con’s of the proposals but to ensure that these developments were brought to the public arena in Sleat and the local areas, as she had only heard of this proposal some two weeks ago when residents from Torrin and Glasnakille were in contact advising of the application. Ms Armstrong said that it was important for the communities as a whole to be aware of such proposals both from MH and indeed HL. Ms Armstrong further stated that an assessment of the MH proposal from the HC Planning Policy and Information Officer to the Case Officer (Dr Shona Turnbull) had already been logged on the HC Planning website file, along with many other relevant documents including the 130 page ‘Environmental Impact Assessment’.  The Chairman then read out the key points of the Policy Officer’s report, the closing paragraph  being: Therefore for the aforementioned reasons the applicant’s accompanying landscape and visual assessment of impact is considered grossly misleading when this determines the landscape sensitivity as low-medium and the potential impact as slight. It is considered that contrary to the applicant’s assessment of impact, this planning application (referring directly to Policy 57 of the Higland-wide Local Development Plan) would represent an unacceptable impact on the natural environment, amenity and heritage of the isolated coastline/wild area. In summary it is considered that this application does not accord with the development plan policies on: Natural, Built and Cultural Heritage, Landscape, Coastal Development and Aquaculture’ .    The Chairman added that under Section 57 there is a ‘get-out’ clause for development on ‘wild land’  where development would not normally be permitted but could be allowed if it could be demonstrated that such development would not have a detrimental effect on the natural environment, amenity and resource. The full policy recommendation statement is shown in Appendix 2 below.
Ms Armstrong read out a definition that HC use for Screening and Scoping Applications, as against a full Planning Application. This is summarised ‘The purpose Screening and if applicable Scoping Applications under the EIA regulations is for potential applicants to seek a view from the Council and input from Statutory Consultees in order to determine whether or not and Environmental Statement is required in support of any future planning application that they may wish to submit. At this stage the process is not intended to be public and as a result there is no provision for public comments. Statutory Consultees are set out in the EIA regulations and are SNH, SEPA, Scottish Ministers and the District Salmon Fishery Board. As part of the process of deciding whether or not to gather the necessary environmental information and apply for planning permission the applicant is encouraged (if not expected) to make contact with local communities and stakeholders in order to discuss their plans. This should provide you with the opportunity to raise any concerns or support that you may have early on in the process and legitimately you may discuss with the applicant any information that you may have with regard to possible local constraints on the site. These discussions would not in any way prejudice any formal comment you might make in relation to a future planning application. At such time as a planning application is submitted it is highly likely that they would be accompanied by an Environmental Statement and this will be advertised in the local press.’
Neil Robertson, local representative of the Inshore Fisheries Group, addressed the meeting with a summary of the views of the IFG. He stated that in principle commercial fishing interests are not opposed to fish farm developments per se, but it is the appropriateness of these specific developments which are real and measurable. The IFG will be ‘vigorous’ in its opposition to these proposals as it is felt that their (MH) proposal for sustainable employment is not weighted to the community’s advantage, and certainly not weighted to local commercial fishing interests. He was asked if there if it is appropriate for fish farms and the fishing industry to work in areas alongside each other, and stated that this was already happening in many locations, but only where it is deemed that it is not causing conflict between parties. Introducing fish farms to Loch Slapin and Loch Eishort could displace vessels to other grounds, will result in inshore fishing vessels moving to areas where trawling takes place and this will have an impact, including safety of seamen working further out. Further more Mr Robertson was asked if the proposals could impact on the Mussel Farm at the head of Loch Eishort, but said that he wasn’t qualified to answer that specific example but certainly believed there would be repercussions. Mr Robertson said that he had received communications from 21 local vessels regarding the proposals, each stating that this would have far reaching consequences and would be an ‘explosion of development’ over  a period of 5-8 years.
 The presentation made by Ms Armstrong for the MH and HL including topics: tourism, impacts on local residents, fishing, wildlife and bio-diversity is shown in Appendix 3 below.
Dr James Merryweather, Biologist, Environmentalist, self-proclaimed Nimbyist and member of the Skye and Lochalsh Environment Forum.
Dr. Merryweather gave an extensive presentation of the bio-diversity of Loch Eishort and Loch Slapin which included over 110 slides many outlining examples of rare species of vertebrates, invertebrates and microbes, as well as habitats that are found throughout the north shore of Sleat and across Loch Eishort as a whole. Some more research will be done on the shores of Loch Slapin where maerl beds are believed to be present these being coralline seaweeds that are protected under UK Law. 

Dr. Merryweather’s presentation is available from his website at www.merryweathers.org.uk or emai him at james@merryweathers.org.uk for further information. 
The Chairman thanked Dr Merryweather for his informative and enthusiastic presentation and hoped that the people attending the meeting  had gained a much greater insight into the bio-diversity of the areas where the fish farm developments are being considered. The Chairman offered his thanks to Eileen Armstrong, Suzanne Arnold and Rob Ware for the huge amount of work that they had done, in such a short time, to enable the meeting to take place tonight.
Public Discussion Session
Dr Merryweather was asked if he was aware of the effects of chemicals on sea-lice but was not competent in that field to answer informatively. There is a paper in the public information pack about sea-lice and it’s implications. Suzanne Arnold said that she had read MH’s EIA which outlined chemicals used but MH assured that these would not be damaging.

Dr Merryweather was asked by Robert Kelly if he was surprised at the extent of the bio-diversity of the area considering there had been a fish farm with a biomass output of 1300 tonnes operating for nearly 30 years. He was only considering what we have now and what might have been had there been no fish farm activity.

One questioner asked the Facilitator to clarify the circles on the slides produced by MH and HL. These were repeated as the tidal excursion zones,  that is the overall spread of potential impact from the fish farm sites proposed, although there seem to be discrepancy of views. Robert Kelly said that this was a theoretical dispersion of nutrients from the potential sites but similarly septic tanks disperse to the sea in a similar way. Mr Kelly also stated that if one or other of the two companies obtained planning approval for the developments, he thought it extremely unlikely that the other of the two companies would indeed gain their own planning approval, principally for the risk of diseases so Marine Scotland, he thought, would refuse authority. Generally using Skye as an example only one company would operate in one area, e.g. Sconser where there three fish farms operated by one company. He said that he thought it very unlikely for HL to get approval for Loch Eishort if MH was successful in its application. Mr Kelly added that he found it astonishing that the degree of bio-diversity in the Loch Eishort area was as it is, as there had been a fish farm operating at the head of Loch Eishort 30 years, and another in Loch Slapin. He did knot know why Dawnfresh closed their plant but assured the meeting that it was not because of sea-lice. He advised that he operates a mussel farm in Loch Slapin and had managed the farms in Loch Slapin and Loch Eishort.
Aeneas Rosie suggested that the community should encourage any economic development, and that he did not wish to see Sleat being populated by retirees. He did not wish to see the emigration of more and more young people, and that whilst the bio-diversity presentation talked of mammals, he felt that human beings were more important.
James Robertson, said, that as a relatively new fisherman he was concerned for the present and wished to remain as a fisherman in this community.

Margaret Cormack argued that 21 vessels had been consulted and so with the arrival of extensive fish farming there could be livelihoods lost, and so the end result could be a negative impact. She said that tourism is so important to these rural communities and an important point is the quality of local sea-food that is produced. If there were too many fish farms this could destroy the image of our fresh sea-food produced from clean waters.
Arthur Sevestre suggested that globally employment in areas where fish farming exists can go down, and cited Canada, South America and parts of Scandinavia. And in addition it was quoted that a fish farm of an average style house size, produces the effluent equivalent of 65,000 average house in sewage terms. He added that he understood that Marine Harvest is the largest fish farming company in the world, but the profit from their farms does not go to local people or communities, but to distant shareholders. Fish farms actually take away local jobs, harms the bio-diversity and the environment. Robert Kelly repeated that we don’t know what the effects of the presence for many years of a farm in the area, has done to the bio-diversity. One further speaker suggested that has been a great use of chemicals since earlier days, and are there now ‘super-sea-lice’ prevalent in the areas in question.
Mr Kelly quoted the letter of objection to the MH application referring to surveys carried out by the Skye District Salmon Board. He said that Dr Reed’s letter failed to show that there had been a hatchery near the Kilmarie river since 1983, as well as other river systems in the area including Ord and Strathmore.

A further questioner asked when the produce from the farms is landed does the local community get any benefit from this. Mr Kelly stated that he had no reason to suspect that the jobs that MH say will be created will not be made available to local communities, but a fisherman quoted an example of a local fisherman offered a job by MH but could this job be guaranteed especially as he may have given up his profession. Staff could be obtained from anywhere in the EU, but Mr Kelly advised that he had been on many fish farms in Skye and to his knowledge all the managers were local Skye people.
Eileen Armstrong had heard that automation was increasing and that the facility in Loch Hourn only now supported 1 ½ jobs, although 5-8 have been indicated for the Loch Slapin site. Another local fisherman confirmed that the majority of crew on the well boats are Norwegians, and that under EU law MH and other companies do not have to employ local people.
Another point was raised by a Torrin resident who regularly walks the Suishnish Boreraig path which is wild land and has historically two very important cleared villages. He questioned whether people would want to camp and walk these areas if a fish farm 1/3 mile long was present off the shore with noise, light pollution and daily marine traffic. He felt that the pristine waters would see an increase in debris and tourists did not want to see such a facility in such a remote area.

Judith Bullivant from SLEF mentioned that the area is culturally important too, in that a young Scottish composer has written a piece about Boreraig and it has been played all over the world.

Duncan Steedman advised that when he was younger and would come to the Highland angling was a big thing for the areas and attracted wealthy people to visit the area and he felt  that this had largely gone now. He believed that the increase in fish farm activity had decreased the wild populations of salmon and trout and that the local economies have suffered accordingly. Greater use of chemicals to counter sea-lice has increased year on year.
Conclusion
The Chairman stated that it was unlikely that some of the questions raised at the meeting, especially those of a more technical nature could be answered at the meeting, but did feel it necessary to gauge the extent of the feeling of the meeting towards the proposals. He thought it appropriate to have a show of hands for those in favour of the planning application, those against and those undecided. Mr Kelly responded that he felt the meeting wasn’t representative of the community, so he believed that the forum should not put it to a vote. The Chairman agreed that it would be incorrect to show the meeting as representative of the community which had been made aware of the meeting, so a show of hands would gauge the opinions of those present at the meeting. The Chairman asked for a view and almost unanimously the meeting indicated that a show of hands would be appropriate, in order for the audience to show their feeling. 
Accordingly there was a show of hands with two in favour of the proposal, 4 abstentions/undecided, and approximately 25 in favour. The Chairman suggested a way forward will be to send the findings of the meeting to HC from this group of people, and perhaps to have a follow up meeting inviting Marine Harvest but this would need to be in sufficient time ahead of the closing date of 7th November. Ms Bullivant thought that it wasn’t the remit of the  meeting to approach HC with the findings, but purely to gather information so that individuals can make their own minds up. Eileen Armstrong suggested that the next step could be to ask the Sleat Community Council to register the concerns of the people here tonight, but the most powerful way of making personal views felt was for individuals to log in to the website and make a comment. Ms Bullivant suggested that if a further meeting was held then a competent person would be required to counter anything from Marine Harvest as it was felt that they could ‘blind’ people with science. SNH were not available to come to the meeting tonight. Eileen Armstrong reiterated that Sleat had not been advised earlier, although it was accepted that Broadford and Strath had been communicated with from an early stage.
The Chairman believed that the way forward would be to pass the findings from tonight to the SCC for them to devise a way of passing this information on. The SCC would also be asked if they could ask HC to extend the deadline because of the late notice to the Sleat area. 
The Chairman thanked the meeting for their attendance and to Eileen, James and Suzanne for their contributions. The meeting then thanked the Chairman for his own contribution.

The meeting closed at 2125.

Appendix 1 Summary of Marine Harvest Application

 Marine Harvest – Loch Slapin Application Summary 

Overview 

Marine Harvest currently holds Crown Estate leases for 4 sites in the Slapin area; one in Loch Slapin itself and three in neighbouring Loch Eishort. The sites hold SEPA consent for a total maximum standing biomass of 1550 tonnes. The proposal will involve the consolidation of all of the existing sites into one single site which will be located towards the mouth of Loch Slapin and would hold a maximum standing biomass of 2300 tonnes. The existing leases will be renounced from use as finfish sites. 

All current sites within Slapin and Eishort are dormant and therefore this proposal will result in the creation of at least 5 new full time jobs and an additional 2 seasonal positions during times of peak biomass at the site. The site, comprised of 12 pens and a feed barge, would be operated from the existing shorebase at Faoilean. The proposed position of the consolidated site was chosen based upon analysis of wind, wave, current, and depth data. The site was then assessed for environmental impact using tools such as site surveys, modelling, and consultation with environmental experts. 

Application 

Following the establishment of a suitable location for the fish farm, Marine Harvest met with Broadford and Strath community council to inform them of the development plans. A screening scoping request was then submitted to the Highland Council which was then circulated to a number of statutory consultees such as SEPA, SNH, Skye District Salmon Fisheries Board and Marine Scotland. The consultees and the council provided a list of topics which they requested be addressed within an Environmental Impact Assessment. Marine Harvest combined data from the initial site assessment with any additional required information and submitted a planning application on the 17th of September 2012. 

Water and Seabed Interactions 

The proposed site would be capable of supporting a maximum standing biomass of 2300 tonnes. An application for this tonnage has been submitted to SEPA as part of a Controlled Activities Regulations (CAR) licence application. This application also requests consent for medicinal substances to treat fish for potential health issues such as sea lice. A major part of SEPA’s assessment of the application will utilise an extensively tested model to predict environmental impact. Marine Harvest also performs tests using this same model to determine a sustainable capacity of the area in terms of fish tonnage. The result of SEPAs determination process accepts a limited amount of environmental impact in the immediate vicinity of the farm. 

The model predicts benthic impact to extend to a maximum distance of within 200m of the pens at the Slapin site; this is illustrated in the image below which shows the pens overlaid on top of the site depositional footprint. Outside of the outermost black line, the deposition of Carbon (the most ecologically impacting component of fish farm waste) is predicted by SEPA to be insignificant and therefore impacts should not extend into Loch Eishort. 

Visual output of SEPA model showing pens (red circles) and predicted deposition footprint. The outer black line shows the limit of benthic impact based upon this model’s calculations. 
Physical Environment 
A consideration of most fish farm developments is how the physical presence of the farming equipment will affect the area. Visual impact is one aspect of this and an assessment from key viewpoints was requested by the Highland Council as part of the screening scoping response. Photographs were taken from these key viewpoints and then visualisations created to show a “before and after” scenario for each viewpoint. Another stage in the assessment was to have an independent graphics consultant generate a “zone of theoretical visibility” by inputting coordinates of the proposed fish farm into a graphical information system (GIS). This produced an output which showed the locations from which the farm would be visible and is included along with the visualisations as a document attached to this summary. The visualisations provided have been slightly altered from the planning application submission documents following feedback from SNH and the planning authority. 

Another physical consideration is that of navigation as the fish farm moorings (defined in the red box below) will exclude fishing vessels from a limited amount of sea within the loch. Fishing activity should not be affected outside of the farm’s moorings and to some degree creeling could continue within the moorings footprint of the site.

Other Considerations 

Other environmental considerations for fish farm developments include interactions with marine mammals, birds, noise impacts and wild fish. These topics have been covered in detail within the full environmental impact assessment and will be considered by the relevant consultees as a part of the planning application decision. Marine Harvest can provide copies of the application on request and would be happy to answer any questions about the development should they arise.
Proposed location and moorings extent (red box) of Slapin Fish Farm 
Position of existing Marine Harvest fish farm leases (red dots) and proposed site (blue dot
Appendix 2 Statement from Highland Council Policy and Information Officer
 MEMORANDUM 
To: Shona Turnbull 
From: Katie Briggs, Policy and Information 

Date: 15/10/12 

Our Ref: 

Your Ref: 12/03607/FUL 

Please ask for: Katie Briggs (01463) 702271 

PROPOSAL: Marine Fish Farm new site 

LOCATION: Loch Slapin, Torrin, Isle Of Skye 

Whilst this proposal needs to be assessed against all the general policies of the Highland-wide Local Development Plan it is considered that the most relevant policies from the Highland wide Local Development Plan when considering this will type of proposal will be the policies on: Water Environment, Natural Built and Cultural Heritage, Coastal Development, Aquaculture, and Landscape. 

Through Policy 57 Natural, Built and Cultural Heritage isolated coastline and wild areas are identified as a local/regional important feature and this states, “that we will allow developments if it can be demonstrated that they will not have an unacceptable impact on the natural environment, amenity and resource.” Furthermore it should be recognised that isolated coastline/wildness is protected through Scottish Planning Policy February 2010 as follows. 

Scottish Planning Policy context 
Paragraph 100: Development plans should identify coastal areas likely to be suitable for development, areas subject to significant constraints and areas which are considered unsuitable for development such as the isolated coast. 

Paragraph 102: Areas which are unsuitable for development will include the isolated coast, which is distant from centres of population and lacks obvious signs of development and is of very significant environmental, cultural and economic value. The special characteristics of the isolated coast should be protected, and there is a presumption against development in these areas. 

Paragraph 128. The most sensitive landscapes may have little or no capacity to accept new development. Areas of wild land character in some of Scotland’s remoter upland, mountain and coastal areas are very sensitive to any form of development or intrusive human activity and planning authorities should safeguard the character of these areas in the development plan. 

Policy Summary 
It is recognised that this site also lies close to the Cullins National Scenic Area so it needs to be considered under Policy 57 of the Highland wide Local Development 

Plan whether it will compromise this natural environment, amenity and heritage resource. SNH’s comments should be considered to ascertain this. 

It is known that because this area is within the isolated coastline it has certain wildness qualities. As part of a national programme, SNH are at an early stage in the process of mapping wildness qualities across Scotland that will identify areas of Wild Land at a national level. Draft SNH mapping is showing that the general area has a relatively strong expression of some of the attributes associated with wildness, but low expression for others. The low expression is for absense of modern artefacts and remoteness from roads and ferries. Unfortunately it appears that the draft mapping has picked up in error the walking track to Suisinish and assumed this is the nearest point of mechanised access. However in the meantime before wild land mapping is refined and nationally identified, HwLDP states that ‘proposals that may have an adverse impact on the wild land resource should undergo an assessment process.’ It is noted that there has not been a wild land assessment prepared for this proposal, however a visual and landscape assessment has been undertaken. 

In determining the impact of the proposal on the isolated coastline it is acknowledged that the Highland Coastal Development Strategy: can identify isolated coastline where there is ‘discrete minor aquaculture installations present’. However aquaculture installations will have a negative impact on the amenity and heritage resource of the isolated coastline/and wild areas and the extent of this impact needs to be assessed. 

In this regard whilst from the application site, settlements and roads are present in some middle to distant views, the visual separation from inhabited settlement and roads means that this attribute of wildness is still present on this stretch of coastline. Since one of the special qualities of isolated coast and wild areas is an absense of man made features it is difficult for these areas to accommodate visible or noise generating development without this having a significant impact on its qualities unless the development is discrete. However this proposal would detract by introducing sustantial new visible structures, and making contemporary land use obvious. In wild landscapes the sensitivity of the people who use these areas can be very high and the aplpication site lies on a popular walking route to Boreraig and Suisnish, making this quite an accessible area with wildness qualities. 

Therefore for the aforementioned reasons the applicant’s accompanying landscape and visual assessment of impact is considered grossly misleading when this determines the landscape sensitivity as low-medium and the potential impact as slight. It is considered that contrary to the applicant’s assessment of impact, this planning application (referring directly to Policy 57 of the Higland-wide Local Development Plan) would represent an unacceptable impact on the natural environment, amenity and heritage of the isolated coastline/wild area. In summary it is considered that this application does not accord with the development plan policies on: Natural, Built and Cultural Heritage, Landscape, Coastal Development and Aquaculture.
Appendix 3 Presentation on the Marine Harvest and Hjaltland Proposals
Power Point Presentation here

